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A Love Story
K.T. Landon

“How many of you think you will love your children right away?”
Liz, the instructor for our agency’s required pre-adoption class, paused and
looked around the room. Sitting in chairs arranged in a large circle were twelve
couples in the early stages of adopting children from China, Guatemala, and
Korea. Every hand except mine, my husband’s, and one guy’s on the other side of
the room was up. I could imagine the whispered conversations at the break–“Oh
my God, the poor kid who gets them for parents”–but my hand stayed down.
“OK,” said Liz. She talked about what the adjustment is like for internationally
adopted children and what our first meetings might be like with infants who have
been uprooted from literally everything they have ever known–their caregivers,
the language and food they are used to, the sights and sounds of their daily
routines–and handed over to people who look, talk, and smell funny. She told
the story of one woman whose new Chinese daughter cried ceaselessly for two
days after the woman arrived in China to pick her up.
“I offered to look after the baby for an hour,” Liz said, “so that the woman,
who was traveling alone, could have a break, probably so she could go upstairs
and freak out on the phone to her husband. It took me almost all of that hour
just to get the baby settled down.
“I knew that baby would be fine. I knew that the crying meant that she had
been attached to her previous caregivers and would also be able to attach to her
new family. But when you’ve been trying to quiet a crying baby for forty-eight
hours, ‘love’ may not be exactly what you feel.”
Everybody nodded, but few seem convinced.
Liz went on to explain how attachment develops. The child has a need–
she’s wet, she’s hungry, she wants to be held–and she cries. The parents meet
the need by feeding or changing or holding the baby, and the baby is happy.
Through repetition of this cycle of need and gratification, the baby learns to
trust the parent, she said, and the parents learn that they are able to meet the
child’s needs and feel more attached to the child.
At the break, we chatted, inevitably, with Ed, the other guy who didn’t raise
his hand, the three of us eager to reassure ourselves that we weren’t heartless
freaks, happy to think there was a kindred spirit in the group. He introduced
us to his wife Gabrielle. Ed and Gabrielle lived in the same town as we did and
were also adopting from China. It turned out that Ed, like us, was basing his
expectations on his experience with the family dog.
***
Like many couples considering parenthood, we adopted a dog as a kind of
trial run. A dog would be a much more significant and limiting commitment
than the cats had ever been–no more taking off for the weekend without a lot
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of advance planning–but we figured if we could handle keeping a dog alive, well,
and happy, then we were ready for the next step.
On the web we found Save-a-Dog, an organization that rescues dogs from
shelters in the Midwest and the South that don’t have no-kill policies and fosters
them in Massachusetts until homes can be found. As we were leaving our first
Save-a-Dog meet-and-greet, we heard the organizers talking about a Yellow Lab.
“Any interest in Sadie?” one asked.
“No, not today,” the other replied a little sadly. “No one’s interested in an
older dog.” Ben caught my eye. I nodded.
“We’re interested in Sadie,” he said.
Two days later, we picked her up. While it wasn’t what we had planned, we
told ourselves that an older dog would make for an easier transition than a highenergy puppy.
But our “starter dog” had other ideas. She came with a urinary tract infection
and kidney problems and needed to go out as soon as she got up in the morning,
an occurrence that generally coincided with sunrise. She’d bonk her head into
the side rails of our bed and then rub her side up and down the entire length of
the bed, looking up occasionally to see if she was having the intended effect. I’d
roll over and gaze bleary-eyed at the clock–5:00 a.m.–and then at Sadie, and I
would think, You have ruined my life. She rested her chin on the mattress, her
wet, black nose right next to my face, and smiled her doggy smile: mouth open,
ears back, tail in slow but steady motion, thrilled that breakfast was in the offing.
I’d stand out in the yard with her, wearing my slippers, a baseball cap, and
a raincoat over my pajamas, and then she would follow me in for breakfast,
nudging me toward the kitchen with her nose. After a couple of weeks–once
I’d gotten into the habit of setting up the coffee the night before–those early
mornings were no longer a hardship but, instead, an opportunity to make
someone else ridiculously happy every single day. Sadie’s enthusiasm for
breakfast–and dinner and indeed all things edible–never waned.
We all got used to each other, and getting up at 5:00 a.m. (or, mercifully,
something closer to 7:00 a.m. in the winter) became the natural rhythm of our
lives as a family with a dog. We addressed Sadie’s medical problems and grinned
at each other like idiots when, after four or five months, the vet told us that all
her blood levels were, just barely, in the normal range. We hired a trainer and
taught Sadie how to walk on a leash without pulling, how to sit, how to stay. We
bragged to anyone who would listen that she was the only dog in her obedience
class not to soil the floor.
And Sadie learned that she could count on us for food and fresh water,
regular walks, treats for good behavior, and the occasional trip to the park. Sadie
went from looking, our trainer said, “like she was so anxious she was crawling
out of her skin” to being a happy, healthy dog. She wanted, ultimately, not much
more than just to be with us, and she would follow us quietly from room to
room; we’d look around and there she would be, chin on her paws, smiling and
content.
***
After our last pre-adoption class, Gabrielle and I exchanged a few emails and
set up a dinner with our husbands. We went to our favorite Sichuan restaurant,
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and before the appetizers had arrived, we were comparing social workers,
home studies, and the relative insensitivity of the infertility professionals we
had dealt with. Ben and I had discussed our adoption plans with almost no one–
not even our families–and it was a relief to talk about them freely with people
as interested as we were.
“You really haven’t told your families yet?” Gabrielle asked incredulously. It
was clear that she, unlike the rest of us, had no doubts whatsoever.
“We asked for twins!” she said. She was already at work decorating the
nursery and babyproofing the house and was thinking seriously about leaving
her job and just working on the house and other preparations until she and Ed
got their referral.
We, on the other hand, had bought a video about adopting from China.
We were waiting on all major baby-related purchases and decorating. This
sprang, in part from a kind of inherent emotional conservatism, but mostly from
the recognition of how sad it would be to have a house all ready for a baby with
no baby in it.
As dinner progressed from dan dan noodles and wontons in chili sauce to
House Special Chicken with Dry Red Pepper and our second bottle of wine, the
differences in our attitudes became clearer. Ed, Ben, and I were aware of all that
could still go wrong and cautious in expressing our hopes for the future, but
Gabrielle’s enthusiasm had a relentless quality to it. It washed over the rest of
us like a tidal wave, leaving us flattened and a little demoralized in its wake.
When we dropped them off at home, we loaned Gabrielle and Ed our video,
in which the parents each take a couple of shirts and a minimum number of
changes of underwear for the two-week trip to China and practically need a
sherpa for the pile of stuff they bring for their daughter, including clothes in
a range of sizes, a two-week supply of each of several different kinds of infant
formula, multiple types of bottles and nipples, toys, Cheerios, diapers, baby
wipes, and an infant pharmacy that would make Hunter S. Thompson proud.
“Take notes!” we said, laughing.
We emailed a couple of times after that dinner, and Gabrielle was always
saying we should get together again but never suggested a specific date. I sensed
that she was not really interested in pursuing the connection, and the emails
gradually stopped. Our attitudes and expectations about adoption appeared to
be fundamentally irreconcilable, and conversation required so much self-editing
to avoid seeming to question each other’s values that there was just no space
to relax into a friendship. Perhaps, I thought, once our babies come home, we’ll
have more in common.
***
There’s a Chinese folk tale that says that when a child is born, invisible red
threads connect him to all the people who will be important in his life. As the
child grows, the threads get shorter, drawing those people closer to him. I don’t
think it’s possible to find a website about adoption from China that does not
include a “red thread” reference in some form or other. More broadly, a belief
in fate or predestination–sometimes explicitly invoked as God, sometimes more
vaguely stated as “meant to be”–is very common among adoptive parents.
Some of them seem to be hanging onto that red thread for dear life, some seem
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to take it as a given, but not many discount it altogether.
Ben and I don’t believe in fate. We are both software engineers whose
professional lives are driven by logic and rationality, and we define ourselves by
our minds. I was miffed when our social worker wrote up our home study with
an introduction that described Ben as “intelligent” and me as “empathic.”
“What about my graduating summa cum laude from an Ivy League college?”
I asked. “What about my Phi Beta Kappa pin? How come you get to be the smart
one?”
“K.T.,” said my husband, “she had to make one of us look warm.”
We don’t think of our own relationship as fated. We agree that, while a
certain amount of basic chemistry is required, we could both have had happy
and fulfilling (though very different) relationships with others had we never
been introduced at Mac World in 1995. But we chose each other then and
choose each other still. If that sounds a little cool or too much a matter of the
head rather than the heart, I can only say that someone who still chooses me
every day after twelve years together is actually pretty romantic and gives our
marriage a resilience that has seen us through a lot.
And so we don’t believe that there is one specific child, somewhere in China,
waiting for us.
***
At the Waiting Families group that my agency runs for families who have
completed their home studies but not yet adopted a child, I feel like an atheist
at a revival meeting. One recent Thursday we talked, as we do frequently, about
how hard the wait is. Tears and anger are not uncommon at these meetings.
Many of us have waited months or even years longer than we expected to.
“Well,” says one participant, sighing, “I know there’s a reason.” Everybody in
the group nods in agreement.
Yes, I think, the reason is that the government agency that handles adoptions
in your child’s country is moving very, very slowly. But that’s not what she–not
what anyone in this group–means.
The same gulf that separated me from Gabrielle seems to yawn at my feet in
any conversation with all pre-adoptive parents. I believe that if they knew how
I thought, I would be a pariah.
I mention to one prospective parent that I have given up reading the blogs
that collect and publish web rumors about the Chinese adoption program–
which families will get their referrals in the next monthly batch and whether the
rules are changing or the program is likely to speed up in the near future.
“I agree with you that it can be a roller coaster,” he says, “but I don’t know
what else to do. If I really didn’t care about the adoption, I wouldn’t be trying
to get the latest news.” I know that he isn’t suggesting I don’t care, but that’s
what I hear.
So I am silent, or I stick to the superficial topics of how hard it is to wait
or where to find a nice crib that doesn’t cost a fortune. My silence buys me
an awkward sort of acceptance in the group. Or, more accurately, it buys me
an acceptance of my awkward self, since all that self-suppression makes me,
frankly, a little weird. I haunt the margins of small group conversations at the
break, listening intently, almost never participating.
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How much of this reticence is justified? Would these nice, kind people really
reject me? I am not yet brave enough to find out. I choose inauthenticity, even
if all it gets me is company, not a real connection.
But I long for that connection. Most days I feel so alone in this process,
and it would be a relief to talk to someone who really understood. Sometimes
I will see a parent and child holding hands, maybe waiting to cross the street
or heading into swimming lessons at the Y, and the trust and intimacy in that
gesture half breaks my heart. My friends are kind and sympathetic, but I’ve
come to dread their questions–“You’re still waiting? Is something wrong with
your agency?”–that always seem to suggest I’m not doing enough to move
things along.
What we all want in that group–rationaIists and romantics alike–is some
sense of agency in our own futures, however illusory. The decision to parent,
fundamentally private for most people, is, in our case, subject to scrutiny and
the possibility of denial by multiple
agencies and national governments.
Our input into the process ended the
day we sent our dossiers off to the
various countries from which we are
adopting. Now, all we can do is wait.
But we show up at the meetings,
each of us with a different way of
thinking about the process that
makes us feel we have some control.
We clutch our theories–fate or God
or reason–like talismans, a kind of
shield against the impersonality of it
Photo by Stephanie Ast
all. “Look,” we say, “we’re not passive
victims.” It seems like we should have
so much in common, but I always find in myself the impulse to argue about
whose control is better, is “right.”
Some days, I would give anything for the confidence these parents have–
certain they are meant to be parents, certain they will love their children,
certain their children will love them–but I can see no path to their point of view
that doesn’t involve surrendering critical thought entirely. And I know myself
well enough to know that if I can’t get there through reason, I won’t be going.
I tell myself that I am better prepared for the realities of adoption–for a
child who cries for two days straight, shuts down entirely, or prefers Ben to
me–than those other parents are. But the possibility that I am wrong haunts
me. I read somewhere that one of the common factors among children with
good outcomes from international adoptions was the parents’ belief that the
relationship was “meant to be.” Maybe that confidence, misplaced or not, gives
them a psychic cushion to fall back on when the going gets rough.
I remember going, early in the process of deciding whether to adopt, to
one of our agency’s presentations. These programs always started off with a
discussion led by a family that has recently adopted. On that night, the speakers
were two parents who had with them their young son just home from Ethiopia.
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“You know,” said the mother, “a lot of people talk about the red thread and all
that, and I was like, ‘Yeah, they take the parents’ file from the top of one pile and
the kid’s file from the top of the other, and they just slap them together.’ But,”
she continued, gazing at her son, “he is just so perfect for us. I can’t imagine
having any other child now.”
***
In July, I was out walking Sadie on our usual Saturday-morning route when I
ran into Gabrielle.
“Hey, how are you doing?” I asked. “Ed left me in May,” she said.
“Oh my God,” I said, “I’m so sorry. Are you OK?”
She appeared more angry than devastated. “It turned out that he never
really wanted the adoption. We had a call from the agency saying they had a
little boy for us in South America, and the next day Ed moved out.”
She was outraged that Ed’s lawyers had called the agency and canceled all
adoption proceedings. I thought, What else could they do? but repeated only,
“I’m so sorry,” again and again. Gabrielle didn’t want to be reasonable; she
wanted to be mad.
She said she was going to try to keep the house, where she was living, now
with only the dog. I asked, “Is there anything we can do to help you?”
“Well, I want to meet a man who wants children, so if you know anybody...”
“I’ll send him your way,” I replied, wondering how she could even consider
it when Ed just left two months ago. She seemed so focused on having a child
that a father was merely one of the requirements to be fulfilled along the
way. Her intensity frightened me, so I didn’t see the loss and fear that fueled
her determination, didn’t see that Gabrielle, too, is desperate for control. I
remembered that Ed was the only other person who didn’t raise his hand.
***
I was never one of those women who thought motherhood was my destiny.
When I was still single in my early thirties, I assumed that children would not be
a part of my life. Then I met Ben.
I could see having kids with Ben. Our first “date” after Mac World was dinner
with the friends who had introduced us and their four children. Ben joked
with the kids and made them laugh, asked questions, and seemed genuinely
interested in what they had to say. And the kids–indeed, all kids–loved Ben;
he takes them seriously, and they know it. His manner with them is a gentle
combination of formality and easiness that is just adorable.
At the beginning of our pre-adoption class, Liz joked, “... and there’s one of
you, I don’t know who you are, but I’ll find out, who has read everything ever
written about adoption.” That was me, and I’ve read even more since then. To
my mind, there’s no problem that can’t be attacked through research. I’ve read
about adoption from China. I’ve read about attachment and bonding. I’ve read
general parenting books. I’ve read adoption parenting books. I’ve read childdevelopment books. I’ve read books about Chinese-American culture. Our China
Adoption Video Collection now numbers six volumes and counting.
And I still feel completely unprepared.
Some of this, I recognize, is an effort to protect myself from hurt or
disappointment. I tell myself that I will not be devastated by a baby who won’t
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look at me or who cries every day for months and will not be consoled.
It’s a lie, of course. Yes, I will be prepared. Having read about all these
possibilities, I will have had a chance to consider how I will respond, to visualize
and rehearse the kind of mother I want to be in each situation. I will know
from my research that the phase will pass. But I will still be devastated. A grief
foreseen doesn’t ache any less.
***
A couple of months ago, I passed Gabrielle’s house and saw a “For Sale” sign
in the yard.
I didn’t call. A “Sold” sign soon followed. Last weekend, the sign was gone.
***
As of now, we have been waiting for two years and expect that we will receive
our referral sometime this year. Personally, I expect to be too overwhelmed by
the fact that we will be responsible for keeping an actual baby alive to feel much
of anything else, at least for the first few days. But I don’t doubt for a moment
that we will learn to love our daughter and that she will learn to love us.
Because, of course, Sadie did not ruin our lives. Instead, she gently nudged
our hearts open. We learned together the complicated dance of need and trust,
sacrifice and commitment involved in caring for someone who depended on
us for everything. Thanks to her, we got up the courage to send the paperwork
to our adoption agency. We got a second dog so she would have company.
And, last winter, we nursed Sadie through her long, final illness, a degenerative
neurological condition. Our “practice child” died in January, and we are bereft.
For those who believe in fate, Sadie was the inevitable first step in the
journey that will lead us to our child. For me, a combination of chance, choice,
and work brought a dog from Ohio, halfway across the country, to help make us
a family. That part is open to interpretation, and what you see depends on what
you bring to the view. What I know for sure is that we loved Sadie, and she loved
us. That’s not how the story started, but that’s the way it ends.
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